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The purpose of this paper is to describe briefly the

history, purpose, training design, strengths, and limitations of

the international teaching assistant training seminar at Arizona

State University.

Hi-Story

The International Teaching Assistant (ITA) Training Seminar

begat. in Fall, 1981 as a joint effort of the University Program

for Faculty Development (UPFD), the ASU Department of

Communication, and the then English Skills Program (now American

Language and Culture Program -- ALCP). The training program was

requested by the Departments of Mathematics, Physics and

Engineering which had a high concentration of international

teaching assistants (ITAs) and had received complaints from

American students about the poor language and communication

skills of ITAs.

In 1985, ALCP conducted a survey of 28 institutions seeking

information on ITA tasting and training programs across the

country. Based on the information from the survey, evaluation of

our training seminars, and ideas gained from a National

Association of Foreign Students Affairs (NAFSA) seminar on ITA

training, major .changes in the ITA testing and training program

were proposed at ASU.
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In August 1985, ASU adopted a policy on ITA testing and

training which mandates all international TA applicants to

achieve a certajn score on the Test of Spoken English (TSE) or

SPEAK test before assuming teaching responsibilities. Provisions

are made for those whose scores are close to certification to

enroll in the ITA Training Seminar (ITATS). The ITATS helped

those students to improve their communication and teaching skills

and thereby achieve full or limited certification to teach at

ASU. Since 1985, the ITA Training Seminar has been conducted by

the. American Llnguage and Culture Program and is funded by the

Office of the Vice President for Academic Affairs. This

centralized funding has provided stability to the overall

program.

Purpose of the Training Seminar

The purpose of the ITA Training Seminar is to improve the

spoken English skills and teaching effectiveness of international

teaching 'assistants. The seminar addresses three issues:

(1) language improvement, (2) cultural issues as they pertain to

education,, and (3) teaching strategies. The ITA Training Seninar

does not replace departmental TA training, but rather is designed

to address the special needs of international students whose

expectations of themselves as instructors may differ from the

expectations of the American students they teach.

2



Training Design

The ITA Training Seminar is open to any graduate student who

ha's an assistantship pending and who has scored between 190 and

225 on the Test of Spoken English (ISE) before coming to the

United States or the SPEAK test upon arrival at ASU. The seminar

meets for three hours each week. As indicated earlier, the

seminar includes three content/skills areas:

1. Language improvement--the focus is on pronunciation
and oral communication skills; language improvement is
dode in small groups- in the one-hour weekly tutorials.

2. Cultural issues--the focus is on acculturation and
cultura awareness to increase students' understanding of
cultural values, norms, and expectations as they pertain to
education and the clas,,sroom; this part of the seminar is done
through lecture, discussions, exercises, case studies, role
playing, and readings.

3. Teaching strategies--the focus is on teaching methods,
question-answer techniques, and other pedagogical skills;
this part of the seminar is discusled with the entire seminar
group.

Each seminar participant is required to prepare at least

four micro-teaching presentations to be videotaped and evaluated

by the students, by the instructor, and/or by outside experts.

Program Strengths

The ITA Training Program at ASU is a model program in many

ways. A major strength is that the program is centralized and

provides needed information and skill training to TA's from many

different countries and from all colleges at the university. The

ITA training seminar is meant to enhance, not replace,

departmental TA training. ALCP does not presume to know the
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specifics of teaching physics or art or political science but

rather deals with the problems international students have in

comr.on. A Chinese TA in Chemistry is likely to have more

problems in common with a Chinese TA fn psychology than s/he will

have with an American TA in Chemistry.

Another strength of the program is the small group work.

Although the small groups require a lot of time bo,th in class and

in preparation for class, we believe the groups are an invaluable

way to work on individual problem areas and to build TA

confidence as well.

Still another strength of the program is the videotaping

that is done throughout the, semester. Each TA is taped at least

four times and these tapes are evaluated by the student, by other

students, by the instructor, by other ESL professionals, and by

representatives of the TA's department, usually the department

chair or graduate advisor. The value of videotaping gives ample

meaning to the phrase, "A picture is worth a thousand words..."

An additional benefit of the ITA Training Program is the

inter-departmental cooperation that has- resulted from the regular

contact between department offices and the ALCP. The lines of

communication between ALCP and many of the academic departments

have been established and are often utilized.

Program Limitations

The major limitation of the program is the lack of follow-up

for the seminar. Ince a student completes the program, no one is
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responsible for any follow-up activities; teaching observation,

additional language work, evaluation of program effectiVeness,

and so forth. For instance, of the 33 ITA's to complete the

program in one year, all but two were certified to teach.

Observations of 31 TA's would take a considerable amount of time,

but would provide valuable information on past effectiveness and

future improvem,ents that could be made in the progrdm. One

department has, in fact, requested that ALCP observe seven TA's

who received certification with qualifications over the previous

two ;ears; This department would like to require full

certification for all TA's in the department. Observing these

TA's now, two years after completing the training, would provide

us with more information on the effectiveness of the training.

The other weakness isthe issue of credit. Since the ITA

Training Seminar carries no credit, the students in the program

must take this seminar in addition to their full -time, graduate

program. Many of them teach or work on campus as well.

Summary

We are pleased with the progress ITA Training Seminar has

made over the last seven years at ASU. The seminar has been very

effective in improving oral communication and teaching skills of

international teaching assistants and thus has made a

contribution to improving undergraduate instruction at ASU. This

paper has described a rase study of an innovative training

program designed to improve effective use of spoken English (as a
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second language) by international teaching-assistants. In this

sense, ITA Ti-aining Seminar adds a new dimension to ESL training.

We hope that this paper will stimulate further research,

discussion and innovation in this relatively new and exciting

dimension ,of ESL.
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